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Abstract 
This paper investigates the nature of Transitivity in Persian conversations. Applying a comparative approach, the study compared 
the data collected from natural conversations among Persian native speakers with English conversations. The data was analysed 
based on the coding scheme of Transitivity parameters developed by Hopper and Thompson (1980). The frequency of Two-
participant and One-participant clauses as the main criterion of Transitivity, as well as the intensity of Transitivity parameters in 
English and Persian Two-participant clauses were analysed and tabulated. The results were subjected to the statistical procedure 
Chi Square Goodness-of-Fit to identify the significant differences and similarities between the two languages. The results 
ovided 
a few implications of pedagogical value related to communication in L2, L2 language teaching and translation. 
 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The term Transitivity is derived from Latin trans meaning ire 
been traditionally (e.g., Hartmann and Stork, 1972, p. 155-156; Richards et al., 1985, p. 198-298) characterized as 
follows: Transitive clauses contain an object. There is an activity which goes across from the subject to the object. 
The object is affected by the activity performed by the subject; and that transitive clauses can be rephrased into 
passive clauses. The following examples are transitive clauses instantiating the above characteristics. 
 
 (1)    a.         Jack killed the thief. 
b.         I hit him. 
c.         John saw Jill. 
d.        Everybody likes water. 
e.         My brother has many perfumes. 
 
Although the examples are transitive clauses in formal grammar (e.g., Jacobsen, 1985; Helbig and Buscha, 1993); 
however, they were found to be problematic as examples of transitive clauses as stated by a few researchers (e.g., 
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Robins, 1964; Lyons, 1968). For instance, in examples (1a) and (1b) the action indeed goes across from the subject 
to the object; however, it does not hold true when examples (1c), (1d), and (1e) are concerned. Moreover, if one 
assumes that the stimulus for the perception or the emotion passes over in (1c) and (1d), it goes from the object to 
the subject, that is to say in a direction opposite to the characteristics of transitive clauses stated above.  
Because of the incapability of the above characterizations to describe transitivity in languages in which subject 
and object cannot be defined so easily as in Indo-European languages, new definitions of transitivity have been 
developed (Kittila, 2002). To this end, both the semantic aspects and morpho-syntactic aspects of a clause were 
taken into account (Himmelmann, 1999; Ross, 2002; Kitano, 2006). Highlighting the semantic aspects of 
-
(Malchukov, 2006, p. 330).  As pointed out by Arnett (2007, p. 27) the underlying principle in Hopper and 
 
composite and that it is a matter of the grammar of the entire clause, rather than just the relationship between a verb 
and its object, Hopper and Thompson (1980, p. 252) introduced ten components parameters of transitivity. 
Table 1. The parameters of scalar Transitivity (Hopper & Thompson 1980) 
Parameters High                                          Low  
A. participant 2 1 
B. Kinesis action Non-action 
C. Aspect telic atelic 
D. Punctuality punctual non-punctual 
E. Volitionality volitional non-volitional 
F. Affirmation affirmative negative 
G. Mode realis irrealis 
H. Agency A high in potency A low in potency 
I. Affectedness of O  O highly affected O not affected 
J. Individuation of O O highly individuated O not individuated 
Based on the approach developed by Hopper and Thompson (1980) transitivity of a clause is not a characteristic 
consisted of binary values namely, transitive or intransitive; however, it is a matter of the availability of the 
given clause (Tsunoda, 1994).  In other words, transitivity is viewed as a property of a sentence consisted of ten 
components displayed in Table 1  each component involves a different facet of the effectiveness or intensity with 
nt 
 
In this paper, we will use the term Transitivity with a capital T to designate the composite, scalar understanding 
of this notion. Considering Transitivity as a composite issue, Thompson and Hopper (2001) could conclude that 
conversations in English are very low in Transitivity intensity. And in terms of frequency, the role of transitive 
clauses in every day conversations is surprisingly small. The question that is worthy of investigation is to see 
whether Persian conversations are low in Transitivity frequency and intensity or not. The study can strengthen the 
theory put forward by Thompson and Hopper (2001) as conversations are low in terms of Transitivity. Moreover, it 
can provide cross-linguistic evidences in case the findings in the Persian language are close enough to those of 
English. This study also provides the opportunity to compare Persian and English in terms of Transitivity and to see 
if they are similar in terms of Transitivity frequency and intensity. 
2. Method 
 
 O stands for Object. 
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2.1. Material and Participants 
The data relevant for transitivity studies in most cases, if not all, comes from two sources: constructed sentences 
bly the most basic of 
all genres (Schegloff, 1993; 1996a; 1996b). 
Bakhtin (1986) regarded it as the primary genre from which all other genres were derived; and Swales (1990) 
- enre. As such, we might expect 
to find that conversation yields important insights into the discourse correlates of the grammar of transitivity. 
Consequently, the Persian database consisted of 656 clauses from conversations among Iranian friends or family 
members that were collected in such situations as family meetings, and parties among friends, relatives, and 
colleagues. The adult male and female native speakers who were recorded by a personal recording device were from 
Iranian middle class, either college or university educated; they were not informed while they were being recorded. 
after recording. 
The American database consists of 446 clauses from face-to-face multi-party conversations among friends and 
family members in American English reported in Thompson and Hopper (2001). 
2.2. Data analysis  
Two major kinds of sentences were analyzed with some subdivisions of each type. In fact, for the purpose of 
 
(1)       
Amir     mikhahad           farad              beravad      be       Meshhed. 
Amir     want.3SG        tomorrow        go.3SG        to      Meshhed. 
 
 
(2)      All clauses traditionally viewed as subordinate. 
 
a.        Complement clauses 
Ye        jahash         hast,        seh         nafaremon         bayad      porkonim. 
Some    parts       there-are,    three      people.1PL        must        fill-in. 
 
 
b.        Adverbial clauses 
Vaghti      shoma         omadid              Esfahan. 
When        you           came.2SG          Esfahan. 
 
 
c.         Relative clauses 
Ye            ghesmatai      hast           ke          lazemeh     tavasote                                                                      
Some           parts          there-are       that         must-be        by                           
three    people  filled-in.     
seh       nafar     porbeshe.PASS**-3SG  
 
 
 . 3SG= Third Person Singular 
 . 1PL= First person Plural 
** . PASS= Passive 
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The classification of the clauses in Persian data as the first stage of data analysis was followed by the 
quantification of Transitivity parameters in clauses, according to Table 1. The results were tabulated to be compared 
with parameters of Transitivity in English conversations. 
2.3. Statistical procedure  
Since the data used in the study were nominal and of clause-participants frequency as well as the frequency of 
Transitivity parameters were the variables under investigation, the statistical procedure Chi Square Goodness-of-Fit 
was employed to find out whether the results were statistically significant or not. 
3. Results  
The frequencies of One- and Two-participant clauses as the main characteristic contributing to the nature of 
Transitivity were counted. Table 2 
 
Table 2. Frequency of One-participant and Two-participant clauses in Persian 
           
Two-participant  One-participant 
No. %  No. % 
184 28.04  472 71.95 
 
Table 2 shows that only 28.04% (184/656) of the clauses in the conversational data have two or more 
participants. It is remarkable that in their research, Thompson and Hopper (2001, p. 32) found that 27% of the 
clauses in the conversational data of English language had two or more participants. The low percentage of Two-
participant clauses compared to One-participant clauses in Persian is observationally close enough to the results 
obtained from English data which will be supported statistically in section 3.2 as well. The fact that the majority of 
the clauses in conversation do not turn out to have two or more participants provides the initial support for the claim 
that conversations are low in terms of frequency of Two-participant clauses in Persian as in English. 
3.1. Two-participant clauses  
-
184 Two-participant Persian clauses was low according to the statistics obtained. To support this claim, a few other 
Transitivity parameters were analysed as well. The following figure summarizes the findings in Persian as well as 
the results reported for English in Thompson and Hopper (2001). 
 
  
Figure 1. Percentages of Transitivity Parameters for Two-participant clauses 
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The figure indicates that the percentages of parameters Agency, Volitionality, Aspect, Individuation, V-O 
compounds, Punctuality, and Mode are about similar in both languages. The parameters 
dissimilarity among the parameters of Two-participant clauses in Persian and English (for further explanations of 
Kinesis and Affectedness see Hopper & Thompson 1980).  
In order to be as conservative as Thompson and Hopper (2001) were, we counted V-O compounds as Two-
participant clauses. What we have shown so far is that not only clauses with 2 participants are rare in Persian 
conversations (28.04%), but also they have a low intensity of Transitivity parameters by a range of measures. 
3.2. One-participant clauses  
The most revealing finding was that 88.06% of the One-participant clauses fell into three big groups as 
Thompson and Hopper (2001) mention: 
 
(1)     Verbal predicates with one participant 
(2)     Copular clauses 
a.         Predicate adjective clauses (almost 29.16%, or 56 of copular)  
b.         Predicate nominal clauses (40, or 20.83% of copular clauses)  
c.         Predicate oblique clauses (96, or 50% of copular clauses)  
 
(3)     Epistemic/ Evidential clauses 
 
The definitions that are available in the literature of Epistemic/Evidential clauses may be as follows. With 
epistemic modality the speakers express their judgments about the factual status of the proposition, whereas with 
evidential modality they indicate the evidence they have for its factual status (Palmer, 2001). Thompson and Hopper 
(2001) reported 11% of other clauses such as idioms and dispersed predicates which have been counted, as One-
participant clauses. There were some idioms in our database which we counted as One-participant clauses. Idioms 
constituted some 11 % of our database.  
Figure 2 summarizes the findings of One-participant clauses in Persian along with results in English reported in 
Thompson and Hopper (2001).  
 
 
 
Figure 2. Percentages of Transitivity parameters for One-participant clauses 
 
As for the types of One-participant clauses, Figure 2 reveals that although the percentages of 
Epistemic/Evidential clauses are not similar in Persian and English, the percentages of Verbal predicates and 
Copular clauses are almost the same in the two languages. Moreover, Persian and English were similar as far as the 
percentage of idioms was concerned.  
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3.3. Chi square values 
Since the number of participants in a clause plays a crucial role in Transitivity of a clause, the frequencies of 
One-participant and Two-participant clauses in English and Persian were subject to Chi Square statistical procedure 
as follows.  
Table 3. Chi Square value of number of participants. 
 
 English Persian Total 
One-participant 325 472 797 
Two-participant 121 184 305 
Total 446 656 1102 
df: 1; Chi-square = 0.1119;  The distribution is not significant.  p  
 
According to Table 3, the Chi Square value is not significant (p
and Persian in terms of the number of participants is not statistically significant. In other words, the value implies 
that Persian and English are not statistically different in terms of frequencies of One-participant and Two-participant 
clauses as the main element of Transitivity in the languages; thus Persian and English can be considered quite close 
in this respect. 
Tables 4-7 contain Chi Square Goodness-of-Fit values for types of One-participant clauses. The values indicate 
that the differences between the frequencies of types of One-participant clauses in English and Persian are 
significant.  
 
Table 4. Chi Square Goodness-of-Fit Value for Verbal predicate 
 
 English Persian Total 
Observed (O) 123 198 321 
Expected (E) 160.5 160.5 321 
df: 1; Chi-square = 17.52;  p  0.01 level. The distribution is significant. 
 
Table 5. Chi Square Goodness-of-Fit Value for Copular Clauses 
 
 English Persian Total 
Observed (O) 121 192 313 
Expected (E) 156.5 156.5 313 
df: 1; Chi-square = 16.11; p 0.01 level. The distribution is significant.  
 
Table 6. Chi Square Goodness-of-Fit Value for Epis/Evid. 
 
 English Persian Total 
Observed (O) 45 28 73 
Expected (E) 36.5 36.5 73 
df: 1; Chi-square = 3.96; p 0.05 level. The distribution is significant. 
 
Table 7. Chi Square Goodness-of-Fit Value for Idiom. 
 
 English Persian Total 
Observed (O) 36 55 91 
Expected (E) 45.5 45.5 91 
df: 1; Chi-square = 3.97; p 0.05 level. The distribution is significant. 
 
 
4. Discussion and Conclusions 
It follows that Transitivity as the composite, scalar understanding of the relationship between a verb and its 
internal arguments can also be viewed as the way speakers cognize their social experiences in terms of the 
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prominence of the agent (whether the agent is high or low in potency), the patient (whether the object is individuated 
or not), and the semantic make-up of the verb as conceived by the speaker (kinesis, aspect, punctuality etc.).      
Our data on Transitivity in Persian conversations suggest that (like English) Persian is low in the frequency of 
transitive clauses, namely, the number Two-participant clauses. In other words, the number of One-participant 
clauses is much higher than Two-participant clauses both in English and in Persian. Moreover, most transitivity 
parameters for Two-
-affectedness (whether or not the object is affected) are two 
important exceptions in this respect: while in the English corpus 86% of the clauses were non-actions, only 17% of 
Persian clauses contained non-actions. With regard to non-affectedness, objects in Persian clauses were non-affected 
only 40% of the times, while for English clauses the index was 84%. For the other seven criteria of Transitivity 
listed in Figure 1, English and Persian corpora were quite similar in clausal frequencies. This implies that although 
English and Persian are both low in Transitivity, English is even lower. Persian-speaking participants are relatively 
less conservative than their English counterparts in their verbal manipulation of meaning. While Persian-speakers 
tend to focus on actions with an agent affecting the object of the predicate, English-speakers prefer to confine their 
conversations to non-actions with fewer objects affected by the event.  
For One-participant clauses, on the other hand, the differences between English and Persian conversations are 
more noticeable. As Chi Square Goodness-of-Fit values in Tables 4-7 indicate, English and Persian corpora are 
significantly different in the frequencies of verbal predicate, copular, epistemic/evidential clauses and idioms to the 
effect that except for the use of epistemic/evidential verbs such as know, think, and remember, Persian-speakers 
outperform English ones in their use of low-transitivity parameters. What English and Persian happen to have in 
common is that in either case Transitivity is relatively low with regard to One-participant clauses. This is in 
agreement with cross-linguistic findings such as those by Ewing (1999) for Cirebon Javanese, Helalsvuo (1997) for 
Finnish, and Turk (2000) for Russian. 
Our study suggests that the differences between English and Persian with regard to Transitivity in authentic 
conversational texts are still worthy of attention, even though both languages strongly favor an intransitive attitude 
towards predicative events. In addition to potential theoretic studies of the differences between English and Persian, 
there are also a number of practical consequences that follow from the two languages being different. One relates to 
L2 language learning, one is communication in L2, and one relates to translation. Such differences may pose 
problems for both language teachers and learners. Since Persian-speakers manipulate Transitivity in different 
qualitative and quantitative terms than English-speakers do, there is a chance that English and Persian speakers have 
different criteria to judge naturalness in this respect. As naturalness/authenticity is a major consideration in TESOL, 
and as Transitivity (like any other cognitive-grammatical factor) may be an index of naturalness in speech, our 
findings contribute to a better understanding of the nature of such problems and the remedial actions to be taken 
afterwards. 
For Persian students of English as a second/foreign language, there is a risk of sounding somehow too assertive in 
their conversations with native-speakers as they use fewer epistemic and evidential verbs, non-actions and non-
affected objects. Native-speakers, on the other hand, might sound somehow too conservative (or even secretive) to 
Persian-speakers due to their relative avoidance of actions and affected objects, and using more epistemic and 
evidential verbs. Because such different attitudes towards Transitivity are a potential threat to effective 
communication between native- and non-native-speakers, our teaching programs should take corrective/ preventive 
 
Similar observations may be made for translations from/into English because the source and target languages are 
not identical in their degree of Transitivity, and with the latter as a potential index of text naturalness. This might be 
particularly relevant to conversational texts such as films, plays, and modern novels. 
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